
Lesson 3 Hebrews 7-8-9 Handout - Mechizedek Background 

Genesis Chapter 14 tells the story of a battle in which Abraham, with a 
band of only 318 men, defeats a coalition of four kings and rescues his 
nephew Lot and others from captivity. Upon Abraham’s return, 
Melchizedek, king of Salem, appears on the scene to bless him and bless 
the Lord who gave him victory. Melchizedek is the first person in the 
Bible to be called a priest. Genesis makes clear that he is no idol-
worshiping pagan but is a priest of God Most High, the one true God, 
the creator of heaven and earth (see Gen 14:19). Abraham, in 
thanksgiving to God for his victory, apportions to Melchizedek the priest 
a tenth of the spoils of battle. A tenth part, or tithe, was the standard 
portion of one’s earnings to be returned to God, acknowledging that all 
we have comes from him. After his interaction with Abraham, 
Melchizedek disappears from the scene and is never mentioned again in 
Genesis. 

But there is hidden significance in his name, as Hebrews points out. The 
name Melchizedek means righteous king, and his title king of Salem can 
be interpreted to mean king of peace (Hebrew shalom). Melchizedek 
thus exemplifies the two great qualities of the promised Messiah: 
righteousness and peace (see Ps 72:7 RSV; 85:11; Isa 9:6). Genesis also 
tells us that he brought forth bread and wine (Gen 14:18), presumably as 
a thank offering for Abraham’s victory, which Christian readers 
recognize as a foreshadowing of Jesus’ self-offering in the Eucharist. 
According to later biblical tradition, the city of Salem is none other than 
Jerusalem (Ps 76:3), making the link with Jesus even stronger. 

Hebrews 7:3, about ‘no genealogy, is often misunderstood. That 
Melchizedek is without father, mother, or ancestry (literally, 
“genealogy”), without beginning of days or end of life, does not mean 
that Hebrews views him as some kind of supernatural being. Rather, the 



fact that Genesis, a book full of genealogies, says nothing about his 
parentage is striking. It means he lacks the essential qualification for 
priesthood according to the Law of Moses: priestly lineage (see Num 
18:7; Ezra 2:62). And the silence about his lifespan, in a book that 
carefully records years of life, gives the impression that his priesthood, 
unlike that of the Levitical priests, is continuous and unending. In this 
sense, he remains a priest forever and thus resembles the Son of God, 
who is “the same yesterday, today, and forever” (Heb 13:8). That Jesus’ 
priesthood is of the “order” of Melchizedek means that his priesthood is 
similar—or to put it more accurately, that Melchizedek is similar to 
Jesus. As one scholar points out, Hebrews looks back upon the figure of 
Melchizedek as a “shadow, a signpost pointing to someone greater than 
himself. He is like a primeval John the Baptist who testifies in effect, 
‘After me comes one who ranks before me, for he was before me’ (Jn. 
1:30).”1 

Addressing Christians, particularly those consecrated to the service of 
God, St John of Avila writes: “Forget your people (Ps 45:10) and be like 
another Melchizedek, whom we are told had no father or mother or 
genealogy. In this way […] example is given to the servants of God who 
must be so forgetful of their family and relations that they are like 
Melchizedek in this world, as far as their heart is concerned—having 
nothing that ties their heart and slows them up on their way to God” 
(Audi, filia, 98). 

Verses 7:4–10 use two arguments to explain Melchizedek’s superiority to 
the patriarch Abraham and therefore also to Abraham’s great-grandson 
Levi. First, Abraham paid a tenth of his spoils (i.e., a tithe) to 
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Melchizedek—a standard way of giving honor and financial support to a 
priest. According to the Law of Moses, the Levitical priests exact tithes 
from the people of Israel, that is, from their brothers. In this way the priests 
were honored and supported by lay Israelites, although the laypeople also 
have come from the loins of Abraham. 

Yet Melchizedek, who was not of their ancestry—not a member of the 
priestly tribe of Levi—received tithes from Abraham! At this point the 
logic of Hebrews may seem extremely foreign to us. How can one speak of 
Levi paying tithes through Abraham when Levi would not even be born 
until more than a century later? This claim depends on the biblical 
understanding of human beings not as isolated individuals but as members 
of a people, profoundly linked through both genealogy and tradition (see 
Handout, “Levi ‘in the Loins’ of Abraham?”). Through their founding 
father Abraham, all Israel, so to speak, paid homage to the priest 
Melchizedek. 

The second proof that Melchizedek outranks Abraham is that he blessed 
him. Abraham was the great patriarch, founder of the chosen people and 
original recipient of God’s promises of land, blessing, and countless 
descendants (Gen 12:1–4). The Jews’ great boast was that they were 
descendants of Abraham (see Matt 3:9; John 8:33, 39). Yet, as Hebrews 
points out, the striking fact is that Scripture implies an even higher status 
for Melchizedek, since an undisputed biblical premise was that a lesser 
person is blessed by a greater. The underlying logic is this: If Melchizedek, 
the shadow and type, is greater than Abraham and his descendants the 
Levitical priests, how much greater yet is Christ, the reality to whom the 
shadow points? (Ibid. Healy pp. 133-135) 

 

 


